Comparing the ethical predisposition of university students in five English-speaking countries : an examination of 14 questionable business practices by Fullerton, Sam & Neale, Larry
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
 
Neale, Larry and Fullerton, Sam (2008) Comparing the ethical predisposition of 
university students in five English-speaking countries : an examination of 14 
questionable business practices. In: Proceedings of the Association of Marketing 
Theory and Practice 2008 Conference, 2008. 
           
© Copyright 2008 [please consult the authors] 
Comparing the Ethical Predisposition of University Students in Five English-Speaking Countries:  
An Examination of 14 Questionable Business Practices 
 
Sam Fullerton, Eastern Michigan University 
Larry Neale, The University of Western Australia 
 
 
Introduction 
 Recent years have seen intense scrutiny focused on the reported ethical breaches of enterprises across the 
globe.  At the forefront of the accompanying criticism are the actions of giant American firms such as WorldCom, 
Arthur Anderson, and Enron.  However, such deviations from acceptable standards of conduct have not been 
confined to the American market.  Australia endured its era of “corporate excess” in the 1980s [Milton-Smith, 
1997].  As a result, a spate of ethics-based research was undertaken in the early 1990s.  More recently, China has 
been identified as a major venue for behavior deemed to be unacceptable, even unsafe.  Issues such as counterfeit 
fashion items, software, and automobile parts have been a concern for several years [Gonzalez, 2007].  Perhaps 
more disconcerting are the recent recalls of children’s products, many of which were produced for leading toy 
companies such as Mattel and Fisher-Price, because of the use of dangerous lead-based paint.  As one might 
anticipate, news reports and consumer protection agencies have been quick to condemn any action that falls within 
the “controversial” category.  Indeed, many segments of society characterize such actions as unethical behavior.  
One result of this increased level of concern is the higher level of attention given to ethics in higher education 
programs.  Even accreditation bodies such as AACSB have virtually mandated the integration of ethics into the 
curriculum.  As a consequence, academicians have ramped up their ethics-based research agendas. 
 Further complicating the dilemma is the broad movement toward freer trade and a global business 
environment.  The advent of NAFTA and the expansion of the European Union to include 25 nations are but two 
examples.  Yet, trade that crosses national borders creates another set of problems for today’s practitioners.  More 
specifically, ethical standards have been shown to differ substantially from one country to another.  The literature is 
replete with examples of cross-national research that documents such differences.  Countries that lie in close 
proximity to each other often differ significantly; consider the United States and Mexico.  Further exacerbating the 
problem is that countries which share a common culture, heritage, language, and predominant religion are often 
inexplicably different in regard to their assessment of questionable actions undertaken by business.  For example, 
meaningful differences have been shown to exist when comparing Australia and New Zealand.  Issues such as these 
provide credence to Velasquez’ [2000] assertion that the combination of ethics and international business operations 
represents the most difficult amalgamation facing today’s marketers. 
 This research addresses that assertion.  The study focuses on university students in five countries that share 
a common language and culture, even though they are separated geographically by great distances.  Specifically, 
ethical predisposition is measured in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa, and the United States.  Though 
there are a myriad of subcultures in each country (for example: Aboriginal in Australia; French in Canada; Maori in 
New Zealand; Afrikaans in South Africa; and Hispanic in the United States), they tend to share a common heritage 
because of a link to the British Commonwealth.  Conventional wisdom might imply that the five countries share a 
common ethical predisposition.  This project is designed to explore the ethical predispositions of a key segment in 
each country in an effort to identify cross-national similarities and differences. 
Literature 
  There is a vast array of literature with a focus on business ethics from an international perspective.  This 
review will take a brief look at issues germane to global business ethics from a broad perspective and an overview of 
recent research that incorporated one or more of the five countries that comprise this study. 
 As noted earlier, ethical issues and multinational operations represent the riskiest proposition that today’s 
businesses will encounter [Velasquez, 2000].  Some 15 years ago, Vogel [1992] articulated the prevailing belief that 
there is a perceptible “ethics gap” within the international arena.  The oft-cited article indicates that the rest of the 
world lags behind the United States relative to ethical standards of conduct.  Consistent with this assertion is the 
concurrent belief that the ethical standards of conduct in less-developed economies trail behind the prevailing 
standards of more economically advanced nations [Shafer, Fukukawa and Lee, 2006].  Finally, Hofstede’s [1980] 
research focused on cultural underpinnings as a basis for cross-national differences in the opinions as to what 
constitutes acceptable behavior within the business environment.   
 From a macro perspective, this broad-based research provides several reasons to anticipate differences 
among the five nations under scrutiny in this study.  Summarizing the recent research conducted on each of these 
five countries may further raise the expectation of disparate ethical predispositions. 
 Australian students, and in particular Western Australian students, were under significant scrutiny in the 
early 1990s.  Small [1992] noted the prior paucity of research in the Australasian region.  His conclusion was that 
Australian students held ethical views that were similar to those held in the rest of the “Western world.”  In a follow-
up study, Small [1995] noted a Royal Commission report that stated that commercial activities “in Western Australia 
had been in disarray for some time.”  Fisher et al [1998] found a level of ethical inclination that would seem to 
support Small’s earlier study.  In a replication of the Fisher et al study, Fullerton and Neale [2007] found that 
modest improvements in the Australian students’ ethical profile had occurred over the ten year period between the 
two studies.  Their conclusion was that the Aussies exhibited a comparatively strong, albeit situational, ethical 
predisposition.  Three recent comparative studies that included Australia are also worthy of mention.  First, based on 
the administration of the ATBEQ (Attitude towards Business Ethics Questionnaire), Australian students’ attitudes 
toward corrupt practices were relatively critical while also similar to those of American (USA slightly higher) and 
South African (RSA slightly lower) respondents [Sims and Gegez, 2004].  Next, Australian tourism students were 
characterized as more ethically inclined than were their Canadian counterparts [Hudson and Miller, 2005].  Finally, 
a recent study by Phau and Kea [2007] also used the ATBEQ and found that Australian students exhibited lower 
ethical standards than those exhibited by students in Hong Kong and Singapore.  The authors noted that these results 
contradicted previous comparative studies that included Australia. 
 Canada has been included in a modest number of recent cross-sectional and comparative studies.  In an 
early assessment that compared Canadian students to their peers in three economically-advanced Asian countries, it 
was shown that national origin had an impact on the responses to an array of ethical dilemmas.  The results indicated 
a lower level of concern in regard to issues such as job security but that Canadians are less likely to engage in sex 
discrimination and in behavior that adversely impacts their customers [Nyaw and Ng, 1994].  A more recent study 
looked at Canadian students using the same set of 14 scenarios that are used in this study.  It concluded that the 
overall opinion of the Canadian students resulted in half of the behaviors falling on the unacceptable side of the 
scale.  Worth noting is the study’s consistency with a myriad of other studies that have documented higher ethical 
standards among women and older students [Fisher and Fullerton, 1999].  In a broad-based assessment of Canadian 
managers, it was concluded that the intense pressure to maximize profits has made them more prone to behave in an 
unethical manner [Chan and Armstrong, 1999].  This opinion preceded a subsequent report by KPMG which 
concluded that while Canadian organizations recognize the need to encourage ethical conduct, they are reluctant to 
allocate sufficient resources for the development and implementation of a meaningful code of conduct [Anonymous, 
2000].  In a comparative study of Canadian and New Zealand students, both were found to exhibit relatively high 
expectations regarding the behavior of businesses; however, the Canadians were less critical of higher prices being 
charged in poorer areas, the use of celebrity endorsers, and the raising of prices in the aftermath of a natural disaster 
that impacts supply and demand [Fisher, Taylor and Fullerton, 1999].  In a companion study, the same 28-item 
instrument was used to compare the Canadians to the Australians.  Again, the two respondent groups exhibited 
relatively high expectations, but the Canadians exhibited far less concern for the act of selling up from an advertised 
special and the use of celebrity endorsers [Fisher, Woodbine and Fullerton, 2002].  The final Canadian study to be 
addressed is a comparative assessment of the attitudes held by students in Canada, Australia, and the UK on six 
scenarios germane to the travel industry.  The authors concluded that the countries had much in common; however 
this result was a bit disappointing given that a considerably higher percentage of Canadian students (41%) had 
completed an ethics module in their degree programs [Hudson and Miller, 2005]. 
 Perhaps because of its size, New Zealand has not been a focal point for ethics-based research.  At first 
blush, it seems logical to assume that the citizenry there would hold business to relatively high standards.  But 
despite its comparatively high level of economic development, research has raised questions as to their concerns 
regarding questionable actions undertaken by business.  For example, one study found that New Zealanders judged 
actions pertaining to fraud, coercion, and self-interest with less disdain than did Americans [Okleshen and Hoyt, 
1996].  Another study compared ethical attitudes of students from New Zealand, Singapore and the United States.  
That study employed the same 14 scenarios that are used in this study.  While all three countries were deemed to 
exhibit “high expectations for the behavior of business,” the New Zealanders expectations were not as stringent as 
those of the Americans on four of the scenarios [Ghosh, Fullerton and Taylor, 1997].  Similarly, in yet another study 
within that same timeframe, New Zealand students were found to be more tolerant than were Malaysian students on 
six of these same 14 scenarios [Fullerton, Taylor and Belskus, 1998].  Perhaps even more disconcerting was a study 
of New Zealand managers where the author concluded that “the survey results clearly indicate that companies in 
New Zealand give low priorities to ethics, perhaps because of pressure for performance from upper management” 
[Alam, 1999]. 
 Contrary to the aforementioned negative assessments, a comparison to Canadian students indicated that 
both groups generally held high expectations in regard to business behavior.  However, when comparing the two 
countries, the New Zealanders were found to possess greater concern for four specific questionable behaviors 
[Fisher, Taylor and Fullerton, 1999].  Similarly, Lysonski and Gaidis [1991] reported that Kiwi students exhibited 
higher ethical standards on an array of questionable actions than did a comparable group of Danish students.   
 The Republic of South Africa is generally acknowledged to be one of the world’s emerging economies.  
Despite this designation, its current relative position as a less developed economy leads to assumptions that it is not 
as ethically inclined as are other more highly developed nations.  The literature, albeit sparse and somewhat dated, 
tends to support this assertion.  In the aftermath of the abolition of Apartheid, the country was in a state of turmoil.  
Rossouw [1994] referred to the RSA as a “developing country” while noting that the “struggle for survival in a new 
South Africa economy…cannot afford morality.”  Shortly thereafter, van Zyl and Lazenby [1999] stated that the 
“South African business world is increasingly characterized by the absence of clear ethical norms and behaviors.”  
Nelson Mandela reinforced this point in a speech to the RSA Parliament in which he is quoted as saying “corruption 
in many forms has deeply infected the fiber of our society” [Rossouw, 1997]. Compounding this concern was Moore 
and Radloff’s [1996] findings indicating that South African students’ believed changes would be slow to occur and 
that it might take years before the ethics gap closed in any appreciable manner. 
 There is a modest amount of literature to help clarify the South African picture.  In one empirical study 
subsequent to Rossouw’s work, a comparative study of the United States, Singapore and South Africa documented 
lower measures of honesty among South African students [Klein, 1999].  More recently, a study by Fullerton, 
Bisschoff and Moore [2007] found that South African students exhibited a higher level of ethical standards than do 
their peers in China.  Furthermore, the authors noted that the RSA ethical profile seemed to be comparable to that 
documented for an array of Western economies included within their multinational database.  So perhaps the 
situation in South Africa is not as dire as it appeared to be at the close of the twentieth century. 
 The final country under scrutiny in this study is the United States.  A multitude of studies have 
incorporated the USA as one of the two or more countries used in a cross-cultural comparative study.  As such, 
much of the research worldwide uses American attitudes and behaviors as benchmarks to which other nations can be 
compared.  Much of the early research of this genre supported Velasquez’ [2000] assertion that there is an ethics gap 
in that most of the world lags behind the United States in regard to ethical predisposition.  But in light of recent 
ethical breaches by large US-based multinational corporations, many may wonder if that gap has narrowed or 
perhaps even disappeared. 
 The earlier-noted research for Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa has referenced 
comparisons to the United States on many occasions.  In general, that research supported the existence of the ethics 
gap.  To summarize the aforementioned research, studies by Lysonski and Gaidis [1991]; Okleshen and Hoyt 
[1996]; Ghosh, Fullerton, and Taylor [1997]; Klein [1999]; and Sims and Gegez [2004] documented significant 
differences between the United States and one or more of the other four countries under scrutiny in this project.  In 
general, these studies concluded that the United States possessed higher ethical standards than the countries to which 
they were being compared. 
 This portion of the literature review will conclude with a brief look at five additional studies that address 
the prevailing ethical predisposition of respondents in the United States.  One study that focused on Germany in the 
aftermath of its reunification found virtually no differences between the two countries as both exhibited high 
standards regarding the acceptability of an array of questionable behaviors [Pinkston and Carroll, 1996].  
Conversely, studies by Schlegelmilch and Robertson [1995] and Fullerton and Dodge [1997] both documented 
higher standards within the American population.  More recently, a comparison of MBA students in the United 
States and Hong Kong concluded that students in the USA exhibited higher “ethical sensitivity” than did those in 
Hong Kong [Rawwas, Swaidan and Isakson, 2007].  Finally, the Business Ethics Index (BEI) was used to assess 
changes in Americans’ sentiment toward unethical practices between 2004 and 2006.  A meaningful drop in the BEI 
indicated that consumers are less concerned than they once were [Tsalikis and Seaton, 2007].  
 Much of the evidence presented in the preceding paragraphs supports Vogel’s [1992] belief that the ethics 
gap would diminish over time.  It appears that ethical standards have risen in other developed Western countries.  
Concurrently, there is some evidence - both empirical and anecdotal - that American standards have declined in 
recent years.  Thus, we are apparently witnessing a convergence of global ethical standards.  This study adds insight 
into this phenomenon. 
Research Objectives 
 The broad objective of this study was to develop an overall profile of the ethical predisposition of 
university students in the five English-speaking countries.  As such, it provides a benchmark to which individual 
countries can be compared.  The more specific objective was to assess the ethical predisposition of each of the five 
countries and to identify cross-national differences.  Based upon the observed differences (and similarities), 
marketers will gain insight into the environment in which they might choose to operate. 
Methodology 
 Data were collected using an instrument which addressed scenario-based behaviors measured with a 
balanced six-point itemized rating scale that was anchored by the polar adjectives of acceptable and unacceptable.  
A total of 14 scenarios that were originally developed by Fullerton [1993] for a study of university students provided 
the framework for this investigation.  These 14 items have been used repeatedly in a myriad of international business 
ethics studies over the past 15 years.  Respondents were selected using cluster sampling of university classes in each 
of the five countries so as to include students across a broad array of disciplines. 
 The initial objective was achieved by calculating the aggregate sample mean for each of the 14 scenarios 
and by calculating the grand mean.  For this assessment, the sample was not stratified on the basis of the country in 
which data collection took place; rather the entire set of respondents was treated as a single sample and the 14 
scenarios were combined to develop a single measure of ethical predisposition. 
 Achieving the second objective involved multiple approaches to data analysis.  In order to compare the five 
countries to the benchmarks, the means of the 14 scenarios and the corresponding grand mean were calculated for 
each country.  Beyond the presence of apparent differences, statistically significant differences were identified using 
one-way analysis of variance and the Scheffé method of multiple comparisons.  The null hypotheses of equal means 
were rejected in those cases where the observed differences produced corresponding alpha values of less than .05. 
Results 
 The aggregate sample included 2,624 respondents from the five countries under scrutiny.  The breakdown 
by country was as follows: Australia (692); Canada (257); New Zealand (445); South Africa (631); and the United 
States (599).  Table 1 provides an overview of the aggregate results including a brief description of the 14 
questionable behaviors, each of which was undertaken by an unidentified business entity.  From the table, it can be 
seen that the most widely accepted behavior was that of using a popular athlete to endorse the marketer’s nonsports 
products (  = 2.21).  This was followed somewhat closely by the outsourcing of production to a foreign country in 
an effort to reduce costs (  = 2.61) and the manufacturer’s act of requiring the retailer to purchase a supply of one 
product as a condition for being allowed to acquire a supply of and gain exclusive distribution rights for the 
manufacturer’s desirable new product (  = 2.64).  At the other end of the continuum, the aggregate sample expressed 
a relatively strong disdain for the shipment of a dangerous product from their home country to a foreign market with 
lax consumer protection laws (  = 4.59).  This  action was followed by a doctor’s decision to smuggle an illegal 
pharmaceutical product back home in an effort to provide relief for a patient (  = 4.29) and the temporary raising of 
prices followed by a reduction to the original prices with an advertisement proclaiming lower “sale” prices (x = 
4.11).   
 It is worth noting that the grand mean for the 14 scenarios across all 2,624 respondents fell slightly to the 
unacceptable side of the six-point scale’s midpoint (3.50) with an observed value of 3.52.  Furthermore, the means 
for eight of the 14 items indicated some level of unacceptability whereas six exhibited means that fell on the 
acceptable side of the scale.  For each item, there were meaningful numbers of respondents across the entire array of 
alternative answers.  In other words, some found each behavior to be completely acceptable whereas others 
condemned it as completely unacceptable.  This information supports the often stated belief that ethics are best 
characterized as situational; thus, there is not a single pervasive opinion regarding any specific behavior.  This 
reality is even more problematic as a source of risk inherent to international operations; what is considered to be 
acceptable in the home country may be deemed unacceptable in one or more of the targeted host countries. 
 
 
 With the benchmarks now established, it is time to address the second research objective. Comparing 
country-specific means was achieved via ANOVA and the Scheffé Method of Multiple Comparisons.  As a starting 
point, it is important to acknowledge that the null hypothesis of equal means across the five countries was rejected 
for 13 of the 14 scenarios.  The only one where the evidence of unequal means was not statistically significant at the 
.05 level was the decision to ship a product that a regulatory agency in the respondents’ home country had declared 
unsafe and ordered from store shelves to a foreign market where such stringent safeguards for consumer protection 
were not in place.  Respondents of all five countries strongly condemned this action.   
Table 1: Scenario Means for the Aggregate Sample 
 
Action          n       Aggregate    s.d._ 
Athlete Endorsement    2,580  2.21  1.35 
Outsourcing to Foreign Manufacturer  2,565  2.61  1.53 
Tying Contract/Exclusive Dist. for New Product 2,588  2.64  1.51 
Delay New Entry; Sell Old Inventory  2,574  2.71  1.50 
Kids’ Toll Call to Santa Claus   2,564  3.23  1.78 
Comparison Advertising by Brand   2,548  3.34  1.62 
 
Accounting for Foreign Tax Shift   2,551  3.51  1.44 
Realtor Not Displaying Sold Sign   2,558  3.92  1.55 
Higher Retail Prices in Poor Urban Area  2,578  4.01  1.36 
Selling Up from Advertised Sales Item  2,588  4.01  1.68 
Higher Prices after Natural Disaster  2,580  4.04  1.58 
False Sales Prices (raise then lower)  2,541  4.11  1.58 
Doctor Smuggling Pharmaceutical Home  2,560  4.29  1.59 
Shipment of Unsafe Product Overseas`  2,566  4.59  1.50 
 
GRAND MEAN                          35,941  3.52  1.53 
 When assessing the country-specific results, the grand means appear to document a perceptible ethics gap 
among the five countries.  However, when ANOVA was used to evaluate the 13 items where significant differences 
were documented, the results were somewhat surprising.  While the American sample represented the most critical 
group for five of the behaviors, the South Africans exhibited the least tolerant attitude in respect to six of the 
scenarios.  For the remaining two scenarios, the New Zealand sample articulated the greatest concern.  When 
examining this phenomenon from the other end of the spectrum, it was Canada that exhibited the greatest tolerance 
with the lowest (most accepting) means for nine of the 13 scenarios.  South Africa was the most tolerant on two 
while the USA and Australia were more amenable to one action each.  These results are further supported by a 
cursory examination of the grand means for the individual countries.  Using that statistic as a measuring stick for 
ethical inclination, the highest mean, thus exhibiting the greatest overall concern regarding questionable behavior, is 
associated with New Zealand (  = 3.69).  In descending order, the grand means for the other four countries are South 
Africa (  = 3.65), the United States (  = 3.60), Australia (  = 3.46), and Canada (  = 3.26).  Table 2 provides a 
condensed overview of the results of the cross-national analysis.  
 
 
Discussion 
 The grand means of the 14 items demonstrate university students possess a situational perspective of what 
constitutes unacceptable behavior on the part of business enterprises.  In general, the actions that are typically illegal 
– such as pharmaceutical smuggling and deceptive pricing – are viewed with considerable disdain.  Conversely, 
common practices that are legal but subject to token criticism and negative publicity – such as athlete endorsement 
Table 2: Country-Specific Results 
 
Action    Most Tolerant ( )  Least Tolerant ( )___ 
Athlete Endorsement  Canada (1.81)   South Africa (2.61) 
Outsourcing   Canada (2.35)   United States (2.94) 
Tying Contract/Exclusive Dist. Canada (2.40)   United States (2.82) 
Delay Product Entry  Canada (2.28)   South Africa (3.14) 
Toll Call (to Santa)  South Africa (2.93)  United States (3.67) 
Comparison Advertising  Canada (2.62)   South Africa (4.17) 
Transfer Pricing   Canada (3.36)   South Africa (3.65) 
No Sold Sign   Canada (3.75)   New Zealand (4.06)  
Higher Urban Prices  Canada (3.43)   South Africa (4.17) 
Selling Up   Australia (3.77)    South Africa (4.31) 
Post-Disaster Pricing  Canada (3.63)   United States (4.88) 
False Sale Prices   South Africa (3.88)  United States (4.26) 
Dr. Smuggling Medicine  United States (4.11)  New Zealand (4.37) 
Grand Mean   Canada (3.26)   New Zealand (3.69) 
 
and the outsourcing of labor – are broadly accepted.  The true dilemma often arises when business transcends 
international borders.  The cross-cultural research is replete with studies that document meaningful differences from 
one country to another.  Concurrently, there have been numerous explanations regarding the presence of such 
differences.  Issues such as religion and political ideology are often at the forefront.  But perhaps the most 
commonly discussed rationale articulated by the authors of these studies is Hofstede’s (1980) work that explores 
culture’s impact on business strategies and tactics.    
 This study places five countries under the microscope.  And these countries tend to have a great deal in 
common.  Of course no country is perfectly homogeneous as a plethora of subcultures exists in each country 
throughout the developed world.  As such, it was anticipated that this study would document meaningful cross-
national differences.  Indeed, this was the case.  In some cases, the differences across the five countries (although 
statistically significant) were relatively small.  For example, when looking at the doctor’s effort to smuggle an illegal 
pharmaceutical product back home in an effort to benefit a patient, the difference in the means of the most tolerant 
country (United States) and the least tolerant country (New Zealand) was only 26 hundredths of a point (on the six-
point scale).  Conversely, some differences were extremely large.  Regarding comparison advertising in which the 
marketer identifies its targeted competitor by name, the difference between the most tolerant country (Canada) and 
the least tolerant country (South Africa) was a full 1.45 points. 
Conclusions 
 This study supports the generally accepted premise that there is no single ethical predisposition that 
transcends national borders.  Even when the countries appear to have much in common, business leaders cannot be 
so naïve as to assume that there are no meaningful differences.  Marketers have long struggled with the question of 
adaptation versus standardization.  While standardization may be easier, this study reinforces the idea that adaptation 
is more effective – perhaps even mandatory.  A better understanding of what constitutes acceptable behavior in 
foreign markets will reduce one element of risk associated with international business.  While such uncertainty 
cannot be totally eliminated, the ability to reduce this element of risk should lead to better decisions on the part of 
multinational business enterprises. 
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